Abstract. Interest in how individuals cope with uncertainty when scheduling their activities and trips has increased in recent years. While providing many useful concepts and insights, previous work tends to treat individuals as atomised decision-making units. This paper argues that it is imperative to think of persons coping with uncertainty about the duration of activities and trips as agents in wider sociomaterial networks or assemblages, at least in studies of how working parents collect their children from school or day care. A framework for understanding this way of coping with uncertainty is proposed, which foregrounds the practical, material, and situational aspects of space^time behaviour. Aspects of the framework are demonstrated through a small-scale study among dual-earner families in the Utrecht region of the Netherlands.
Introduction
There is a well-established body of literature in transport studies about how travellers anticipate and cope with uncertainty about the functioning of transport systems when planning their trips. It is fair to say that much of this literature concentrates on departure time choice and, to a lesser degree, route choice (for reviews see Bonsall, 2004; Noland and Polak, 2002) . There is, for instance, abundant empirical support for the notion that travellers incorporate safety marginsöperiods of reserve time immediately prior to the start of an activity at a certain locationöinto their activity plans. Travellers tend to depart earlier from a given origin than is strictly necessary on the basis of the expected duration of the trip to avoid late arrival at their destination. It is assumed that the length of these safety margins is traded against the expected travel time and penalty of late arrival.
While work along these lines is extremely valuable and has yielded important insights, most research about coping with uncertain travel times is socially atomistic: humans are conceived of as units of decision making, solving the problems they face more or less independently from other actors. Reliance on others to have a task performed or an activity conducted is, for instance, not taken into account. This lack of attention for interpersonal relations stems in part from the fact that transport studies about uncertain travel times are frequently restricted to home-to-work trips. Clearly, the task for a commuter departing from home is to become corporeally present at a location elsewhere in physical space; asking somebody to go in one's place is hardly an alternative here. The atomism runs deeper, however, and also reflects the strong roots of transport studies about coping with uncertainty in microeconomic and cognitive psychological theories that focus on human individuals rather than on associations of actors.
When conducting a small-scale study about how parents in dual-earner households cope with traffic delays and other everyday contingencies, I came to the conclusion that it is imperative to think of individuals coping with uncertainty as members of larger assemblages or networks. This statement aligns with broader trends in the travel behaviour literature, where considerable effort has been taken to understand Managing uncertain arrival times through sociomaterial associations interactions in activity scheduling between household members (Bhat and Pendyala, 2005; Ettema et al, 2007) and the relations between social networks and travel are rapidly attracting more attention (Larsen et al, 2002; Pa¨ez and Scott, 2007) . The assemblages I am referring to include nuclear household units, relatives, and friends, but also exceed social actors and encompass nonhuman agents.
In what follows I will do two things. Because there exists little analytical work about how individuals cope with uncertain travel time and activity duration as members of context-dependent assemblages, I seek to outline a framework that begins to understand this behavioural strategy, drawing on various geographical and sociological approaches. In addition, using data from the already-mentioned study conducted in the Utrecht region in the Netherlands, I will investigate how assemblages mitigate the (potential) impacts of uncertainty about parents' arrival times at the nursery or school of their children, because it is then that late arrivals are considered most undesirable. Factors will be teased out that can explain which actors help parents to avoid the negative effects of uncertainty and late arrivals when they have to collect their children from the nursery or school.
A note of caution is in order at this point. The remainder of this paper concentrates on a specific household typeödual-earner households öand specific household dutiesöcollecting children from their activities. What is asserted here may not pertain to other households and trips. Further conceptual and empirical work using other data is required to validate and to extend the suggestions and findings of this study.
Analytical framework
There are various strands of literature that can contribute to our understanding of how individuals cope with uncertainty about the duration of activities and trips as parts of assemblages: time geography; science, technology, and society (STS) studies; and feminist geography or sociology. Because it is beyond the scope of this paper to review these fields in detail, attention will be restricted to those aspects pertinent to parents' coping with the uncertainty about arrival times at children's nurseries or schools.
The basis of the study is time geography, whose core concepts are the space^time trajectory, space^time constraints, and the project (Ha« gerstrand, 1970) . The first two of these are well known in transport studies and continue to be widely used in activitybased approaches (Timmermans et al, 2002) . Capability constraints (physiological and instrumental restrictions), coupling constraints (the human need to couple oneself to other individuals and/or objects), and authority constraints (laws, rules, and norms) are also important here, as they circumscribe the possibilities for collecting children.
The project concept may be less familiar to transport researchers (but see Axhausen, 1998 ), yet it is relevant to the current discussion. Projects have been defined as clusters of acts, individuals, and items necessary for the completion of any intention-inspired or goal-oriented behaviour (Ha« gerstrand, 1973) . The appeal of the concept in the context of this study is that attention is not a priori restricted to a single person or nuclear household managing uncertainty; other human beings as well as inanimate objects can easily be taken into consideration. In addition, Ha« gerstrand acknowledged that projects are continually liable to change and revision as a result of contingent events; goals may change and new actors may become involved, resulting in unexpected outcomes. Thus, if parents on the way from the workplace to the nursery are held up by, say, road congestion, they can decide to change plans and ask others to pick up their child from the day-care facility.
A more detailed understanding of projects is possible if time geography is combined with insights from actor-network theory (ANT) proposed by Latour and colleagues in the STS field (Schwanen, 2007) . Both Ha« gerstrand and Latour would be critical of the conception of the individual as a purely cognitive agent acting as an optimiser, satisfier, or according to predefined decision rules in general; both would foreground the practical, material, and situated aspects of human action, including parents' coping with chauffeuring responsibilities. Latour and colleagues would go further, however, arguing that agency is not solely the preserve of humans. They would stress that humans can only act by linking themselves to other agents or actantsöhumans> but also instruments, devices, and other nonhuman entities (Latour, 1999; . Agency is thus not a capacity located in the human mind, but an outcome of the association of heterogeneous entities, a characteristic of a network, or, to be more precise, of an actor network. Over time this concept has been criticised heavilyöamong other reasons, for putting too much emphasis on fixation and stasis (Law, 2004) . It tends to be used less frequently now, though Latour (2005) has recently reembraced the term. Various alternatives have been proposed to emphasise the adaptivity and fluidity of associations, including the term sociomaterial assemblage, which will also be employed here.
Actor-network thinking is relevant in the context of this paper because it suggests that it is not atomised individuals that manage uncertainty about the duration of activities and trips, but rather, assemblages of agents. It also emphasises the hybridity of these networks, as they comprise not only humans but also artefacts. It thus draws attention to the essential role of flexible means of transport (car, bicycle) and modern information and communication technologies (mobile phone) in the management of uncertainty, which is also supported by a growing stream of research about the complicated logistics of everyday life in dual-earner families (Jain, 2002; Jarvis, 2005; Ling and Yttri, 2002) . Other useful insights from ANT are that there is always an immanent possibility of network failure, and that the creation and maintenance of assemblages is a precarious achievement requiring continuous effort (Latour, 1999; Laurier, 2002) . Moreover, in stressing that the social and the technological are both cause and effect of each other, Latour (2002) has argued that people's goals and intentions may change through association with technical artefacts. It is thus conceivable that parents who have to collect their children leave their workplace relatively late, because they know that their mobile phone enables them to mobilise other persons, should this be required.
While the work of Latour and colleagues emphasises the relevance of artefacts, it has little to say about which persons are likely to be members of the assemblages managing uncertainty about the duration of activities and trips. This is where the work of feminist geographers and sociologists, who have long since studied how employed mothers juggle work and caring responsibilities, is relevant. One of the strategies for combining work and household duties identified in this literature is the activation of informal support through social networks (Dyck, 1996; Hanson and Pratt, 1988; Jarvis, 1999) . Social networks provide practical support in the form of informal childcare at regular intervals and in emergency situations. They also supply emotional support and contribute to the spread of information and renegotiation of moral notions about good mothering (Dyck, 1990; Jarvis, 1999; Wheelock and Jones, 2002) .
Although parental concerns about arrival times at nurseries and schools are not addressed directly in feminist studies, these investigations are relevant here. First, feminists have argued in favour of a situated understanding of mothering, whereby behaviour is both worked out in practice and is reflective of competing normative discourses about appropriate forms of parenting and values that are reinterpretable in light of changing circumstances (McDowell et al, 2005) . Second, feminist studies have revealed the gendered nature of informal support, showing that it is mostly women who are involved in the exchange of assistance. Third, they have suggested the importance of social proximity as a function of trust in network activation. Trust can thereby be defined as letting someone else take care of something which a person cares about; it implies relying on the competence and willingness of that other someone to look after a thing or person (Sevenhuijsen, 2003) . As it takes time to be established, trust is intimately associated with kinship and friendship. With respect to childcare, this means that employed mothers tend to rely most strongly on their own parents (in-law), sisters (in-law), and friends (Skinner, 2005; Wheelock and Jones, 2002) . Fourth, feminist geographers have concerned themselves with the spatial dimensions of (child)care networks. Earlier studies emphasised the local nature of these assemblages and stressed the role of the residential neighbourhood as a source for support (Dyck, 1990; Hanson and Pratt, 1988) . More recent contributions have qualified this argument, maintaining that, while the local scale continues to be crucially important, the ever-increasing stretching of social relations across space should not be overlooked (Dyck, 2005) . Fifth, feminist studies have paid attention to the emotional and affective aspects of caring practices, and have shown that love, guilt, and fears are implicated in the rationalities informing parenting practices, and should be taken into consideration (Ekinsmyth et al, 2004) . Finally, they have shown that interpersonal support involves a myriad of formsöthe collective management of uncertainty about the arrival times at nurseries and schools is part of a larger exchange of support (Dyck, 1996; Wheelock and Jones, 2002) .
Key aspects of the framework emerging out of the different strands of literature are summarised in table 1. Picking up the child(ren) from the nursery or elementary school can be considered a project in the time geographic sense, involving networked sets of persons and artefacts, whereby on-time arrivals and management of the uncertainty about arrival times are collective achievements enacted by sociomaterial assemblages. The makeup of networks depends on the specific requirements and circumstances of individual dual-earner families and is imbued with a certain fluidity (Law, 2004) ; network boundaries may shift due to spur-of-the-moment improvisations and change over longer timeframes as children's and parents' needs evolve. Because of their context Table 1 . A summary of theoretical notions about managing uncertain arrival times. ANT denotes actor-network theory; STS denotes science, technology, and society.
Contributor Key insights
All fields nonindividualist view on human action: focus on the interdependence of actors (though the definition of`actor' varies across the fields) emphasis on dynamics: much attention for continuous revisions and shifts in behaviour link from intentions and goals to behaviour is not straightforward; behaviour is worked out in practice, in concrete encounters with other persons and objects in various times and spaces
Time geography project as overarching concept relevance of practical availability as function of space ± time constraints ANT and STS studies role of nonhuman agents maintenance of assemblages requires continuous effort Feminist sociology and geography informal support is gendered and mostly exchanged between women relevance of social proximity or trust: grandparents, relatives, and friends support is often local but can span multiple geographical scales emotions, affects, and moralities are implicated in rationality informal support involves a myriad of forms, including assistance in dealing with uncertain arrival times at schools and nurseries dependence, the possibility to generalise which agents are included in assemblages is limited. Nevertheless, it can be hypothesised that network activation is governed to a substantial degree by Ha« gerstrand's space^time constraints and social proximity. It is also expected that the performance of a variety of artefacts enabling transportation and communication-at-a-distance is essential to the collective management of uncertainty.
Data and context
The data used for this paper have been collected in the context of a research project about the ways in which dual-earner families in urban and suburban neighbourhoods combine work and domestic responsibilities. Data were gathered using multiple methods. Participants were requested to log their in-home and out-of-home activities and travel episodes in a one-day diary, and to administer a brief questionnaire about their household situation, work characteristics, and childcare arrangements. On the day subsequent to the day for which they logged their activities, they were interviewed about the activities recorded in the activity diary and more general modes of coping with the claims by employers, children, spouses, etc. Only one parent per household was requested to partake in the study. While it is recognised that participation of both parents would have yielded important additional insights into between-partner dynamics, this would have placed too much burden on respondents and reduced the willingness to participate. The study concentrated specifically on days that both parents work, because conflicts between employment and caring tasks tend to occur on these days. All results presented hereafter relate to days that both parents engage in paid work. It should be stressed that it was not the intention of the study to be representative of the wider population of dual-earner families in the Utrecht region or the Netherlands. Instead the focus was on unravelling some of the strategies and tactics to cope with the simultaneous claims on parents' space^time resources. In total forty working parents from the Utrecht region participated. (1) Respondents were recruited via one elementary school and two nurseries, and via snowballing (whereby participants were asked whether they know other parents in dual-earner families who would be interested in taking part in the research). Several criteria were employed to select respondents. First, they should live together with a partner and at least one child aged six or younger. Second, both the respondent and his or her partner should spend at least one day per week in formal employment (or education). Third, deliberate attempts were undertaken to include both men and women in the study, because household responsibilities and space^time constraints are clearly gendered (Kwan, 2000) . Fourth, respondents were recruited from neighbourhoods that differed in terms of distance to the Utrecht central business district and local accessibility and highway and railroad systems. Table 2 suggests that participants differ in terms of the number and age of children and residential location. There are, however, far more female than male respondents, presumably because the theme of the studyöbroadly described as conflicts between work and domestic responsibiltiesöappealed more to women than to men.
Participants were interviewed by myself in their homes (85%) or at their workplaces (15%). The interviews had a semistructured format: though there was a list of topics to be covered, the order, wording, and exact contents of the questions depended on the information in the activity diary and the flow of the conversation, which is usually the case with this type of research. Interviews were tape-recorded and later transcribed. The transcripts were coded, whereby the raw interview data were translated into (1) There are no exact rules with regard to the sample size when qualitative methods are used. The decision to have forty participants was taken because little novel information was collected in the final interviews, which is a commonly adopted criterion for finishing an interview study. meaningful categories and notions recurring across interviews. Coding was done manually (no commercial software packages were used as they could not assist in defining meaningful categories or salient themes and factors), and consisted of several rounds to refine the coding scheme. The coding scheme was then used to juxtapose, compare, and contrast individual narratives. As the questions asked of the respondents differed across interviews, it is difficult to quantify relevant phenomena and relations using exact numbers. Qualitative statements using words like`some', many', and`most' will instead be provided below.`Some' should be read as roughly corresponding to 10^20%,`many' to 30^40%, and`most' to half or more of the respondents who commented on a certain topic.
In the analysis below the focus is explicitly on chauffeuring duties for children aged six or less, who are too young to travel independently. In addition, attention is restricted to picking up children from the nursery or elementary school; escorting trips to other activities are left out of consideration. This is because many interviewees had children who were generally (considered to be) too young for activities such as sports or music lessons. Furthermore, if children participated in such activities, parents tried to plan them on days on which one of them did not work.
In the Netherlands elementary schools tend to finish around 15:00 on Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday (though 15:15 or 15:30 is also possible). Schools tend to be closed on Wednesday afternoon; some are also closed on Friday afternoons, either for all pupils or for those aged 4^6 years. When there are classes in the afternoon, there is normally a lunch break of 1^1 hours, during which children are allowed to return home but can also stay at school. The children of the participants in the current study tended to stay at school (especially on days that both parents work). Lunch-break chauffeuring is therefore not considered here. The time schedules of nurseries are more diversified. The two nurseries via which many participants were recruited nonetheless had a similar time regime: parents can fetch their children between 16:30 (Schwanen et al, 2004) .
and 17:45. The centres close officially at 18:00; the final quarter is time for the staff to tidy up and make preparations for the next day, but also as a buffer for parents running late. The two nurseries provide both infant day care and after-school care. Nursery staff members take care of transferring school-aged children from the school to the nursery building.
4 Chauffeuring, stress, and uncertainty Before concentrating on the collective management of uncertain arrival times, I want to explain why this paper focuses on trips to the school and nursery rather than to the workplace, as is common in studies of uncertain travel times. The interviews inter alia aimed to identify periods of workdays when parents' feeling of time scarcity were most intense. They revealed that most interviewees did not consider the trip to their workplace to be very stressful, nor were many of them affected adversely through variability in morning commuting times. This may of course reflect the size and peculiarity of the sample, but there were also substantive reasons for this finding. Almost half of the respondents commuted by bicycle, which is a veryöif not the mostöreliable mode of transport. (2) In addition, most car commuters had found ways to avoid negative impacts of uncertainty about the duration of home-to-work trips by choosing jobs with flexible working hours or starting times and/or by departing before the morning peak hour. Stress was, however, a major factor in the return-home commute, especially for mothers when they had to collect their children from school or day care. This is perhaps best illustrated by quoting Ann (3) whose narrative is representative for many other parents:`M y greatest nightmare is getting to the nursery and finding my children standing outside, one in a child seat and the other sitting next to her [thinking] well it's six o'clock now and my mum still isn't here, they've shut the door and we've been put outside. I once told the staff that that was what I was frightened of and they said that they'd never do that. Someone always stays behind until a parent comes, or a grandparent if you are held up, or if there's someone who lives nearby you call them and ask them to come and collect the children. They say, we really wouldn't ever just leave the children outside, but that is still my fearX'' (4) The interview made clear that, even though Ann had not arrived late so far thanks to her wide safety margin, feelings of fear and guilt were a recurrent reality for her (and most other interviewees). As such feelings resulting from the connectedness to their children are continuously implicated in parents' space^time behaviour, they should, following feminist studies, be given more attention in studies of how travellers cope with uncertain arrival times.
Collecting children from the elementary school can also be associated with significant feelings of anxiety, albeit for slightly different reasons. According to the respondents, the time constraint associated with school ending time are more binding. Instead of a time interval for picking up children, there is a single clock time that classes are finished and parents are expected to be there. In addition, as explained before, schools tend to be out during midafternoon. This means that, while parents, and mothers in particular, do not need to travel during the afternoon peak hour, they do have to leave their workplace`early'öwhen the organisation they work for is still in (2) The bicycle is the second most important commuting mode after the private car in the Netherlands (Schwanen et al, 2004) . The fact that the bike is the most important commuting mode for the respondents in this study reflects the overrepresentation of mothers and of people living (and working) in the strongly urbanised city of Utrecht among the participants. full operation. Some mothers explained that loyalty conflicts and relations with direct colleagues made it difficult actually to leave their workplace on time. They were often very sensitive about what their (male) colleagues might think of them leaving the workplace`early'. In effect, some of them regularly sacrificed the intended safety margin and departed later from work than planned, which suggests a more complex link between intention and behaviour than is commonly assumed in departure time choice studies (cf Noland and Polak, 2002) . This late departure made parents more liable to unforeseen contingencies (accidents, diversions, traffic lights, slow vehicles, etc), causing delays en route and possibly late arrivals at the school. One way to prevent the highly undesirable situation of children having to wait is the mobilisation of the network.
A network enterprise
This section turns to the assemblage themselves and concentrates on the following questions: Which actors are involved? What is their role in the management of uncertain arrival times at the school? What factors can explain these roles? These issues were addressed with the coded interview data and will be illustrated by drawing on specific narratives which were selected because of their representativeness and because they aptly illustrate relevant points. It should be emphasised that the interview analysis made it clear that there is much variation in the makeup of assemblages across nuclear households; each nuclear family is developing, extending, and maintaining a collective that caters to its specific needs and space^time context. Commonalities can nonetheless be discerned. The analysis results are consistent with expectations in showing that, besides the parent initially responsible for collection, the partner, relatives, friends or neighbours, other parents, the children themselves, schoolteachers and nursery staff members and various instruments and items are frequently included. Social proximity or trust and space^time availability act as central determinants of the parts played by many of the agents discussed here. Trust is closely associated with various dimensions of care put forward by feminist theorists (Sevenhuijsen, 2003; Tronto, 1993) . The person asked to mind the children in lieu of the parent should: (i) recognise the need for care on the part of the children, who may be upset when their mother or father is not there; (ii) be prepared to put the children at ease; and (iii) be capable of actually putting them at ease, which is easier if the child knows him or her well. In addition, the person asked to stand in should be capable of making her or himself corporeally present at the school or nursery. He or she must have sufficient time available for collecting the child, and must live or stay at a short physical distance from the school or nursery or have access to a relatively fast transport mode.
To understand better the roles of the identified agents, it is also useful to distinguish two main formats through which parents manage the uncertainty about the duration of activities and trips to the school or nursery with the help of others: (i) ad hoc activation when actually experiencing a delay; and (ii) mobilisation that is planned more carefully in advanceösome time before the`regular' time of leaving the workplace or on earlier days. This distinction is made for analytical purposes; the interviews do not suggest that this is a natural distinction for the parents themselves. The role(s) of various kinds of agents will now be discussed in greater detail.
The partner
Many interviewees indicated that the first person to call on when they might not arrive on time is their partner. Often, however, the partner cannot pick up the child(ren) as he or she is not spatially and temporally available. Time of day, flexibility of working hours (which depends on occupation type, sector, and the employing firm or organisation), and distance from the workplace to the school or nursery are all relevant here. Usually it is not an option to ask the partner to travel to the school at around 15:00, and especially not to go there at short notice. Many respondents suggested that they can ask their partner to pick up the child(ren) from the nursery in the early evening when he or his workday is almost finished, but even then the travel time from the workplace to the nursery can act as an impediment.
The interviews further suggest that the partner's role depends on the overall division of labour between partners with respect to daily chauffeuring. In many families one partner brings the child(ren) to school and/or nursery in the morning and works late, whereas the other starts working early and also departs early from work to collect the child(ren). If the partner has already brought away the child(ren), he or she may not be able to leave the workplace early to take over his or her partner's chauffeuring duty. Mobilisation of the partner may thus not be possible on the day itself. What happens frequently, however, is that partners exchange bringing and collecting tasks when the one responsible for picking up expects that she or he may arrive late at the school or nursery. Thus, partners do play an important part in the coping with uncertainty that can be planned longer in advance.
There are also some nuclear families in which the allocation of chauffeuring duties is less strict; they prefer the flexibility of being able to revise and update plans depending on the circumstances. This open activity scheduling style implies intense microcoordinationöthe nuanced management of social interaction whereby the cellular phone and, to a lesser degree, wired Internet are used to iteratively work out a division of labour (Ling and Yttri, 2002) . In Julie's words:`W e aren't people who stick to a routine, so there's usually lots of phoning backwards and forwards. There are two reasons for that: either the one who's going to pick up the children can manage to get there in time, with the traffic congestion and so on, or if not then the other will take over or we have to think of something elseö call the neighbour and ask if she can come; or whether we need something [from the shop].'' The interviews suggest that this kind of opportunistic planning tends to be limited to the collecting of children from the day-care centre in the early evening. None of the interviewees uses it to organize pickup tasks from school because at least one parent is required to be at his or her workplace during midafternoon. This microcoordination is also restricted to families where both partners have broadly comparable distances from their workplace to the nursery.
Relatives
While the important part played by the partner is consistent with recent research on within-household interactions in activity scheduling (eg Ettema et al, 2007) , the interviews highlighted the need to direct attention to people outside the nuclear household unit. For many interviewees, direct relativesöespecially grandparents and aunts and unclesöare the first persons they turn to when asking others for assistance in coping with uncertain arrival times. This is also true for Marian, whose husband works too far from the nursery to travel there at short notice:
Marian:``If there is a traffic jam and I know I won't make it, and I can see that it's already past five thirty, then I call my in-laws ... one of them can get there in five or six minutes. That's just a matter of calling them and calling the nursery to tell them that someone else is coming to pick up the children.'' Tim:``Does that happen often?'' Marian:``Not recently, but there was a time when there was a traffic diversion in [the place where she works] and then it happened twice in a week. Now I think it happens on average about once every two months or so.'' Because she works three days per week, the last figure corresponds to approximately every sixth workday. (5) The prominent role of relatives reflects their social proximity (Sevenhuijsen, 2003; Wheelock and Jones, 2002) : relatives are trusted to a greater extent and are familiar to the children. Their involvement is, however, restricted by physical proximity, mobility, and time availability. Most interviewees do not have relatives in their place of residence and/or parents with much time available because they are employed or have an active lifestyle. Therefore, the role of relatives tends to be larger for assistance planned longer in advance.
Most participating households can rely on at least one grandparent. If notified long enough before, and their physical health allows them to, grandparents are often prepared to travel considerable distances ösometimes more than an hour for a single tripöto help out, primarily because they like to spend time with their grandchildren. This is true, for instance for Robert who says about his wife's mother, who has to travel half an hour by car:`Y ou can always call her mother, if she had her way she'd be here every day, she absolutely dotes on her grandchildren and these are her first two. My parents are different, they've already got grandchildren, they live further away, and they also have a more busy life.'' Robert's narrative effectively shows that informal support is not by definition local, but can stretch over various spatial scales, which is consistent with recent work by feminist geographers referred to earlier, and thus generate substantial (car) travel. Also noteworthy is that the excerpt highlights the role of the grandmother. It illustrates a phenomenon valid for almost all families: support from relatives is strongly gendered and mostly supplied by women (Wheelock and Jones, 2002) .
Neighbours and friends
Most respondents also indicated that they appeal to neighbours and others residing in close vicinity of their homes in trying to manage uncertainty about the duration of activities and trips. This form of support is also clearly gendered, with women being relied upon much more frequently. A few mothers explained how they and their husbands were part of a small network of dual-earner families in their street who assist each other when confronted with contingencies (including traffic delays and workrelated meetings running late) and have weekly schedules of sharing chauffeuring duties. Further, support by friends and neighbours tends to be larger when interviewees do not live near relatives, suggesting that these groups of support providers to a certain extent function as substitutes.
Obviously, the relevance of the neighbours stems for an important part from their physical proximity to the parents' residence and children's schools and nurseries, which makes it easier to ask them to look after the children. (6) Physical proximity alone is not (5) This number is quite high compared with other interviews. However, information about the frequency of actually using this kind of support was difficult to obtain during most interviews. Frequently respondents gave evasive answers or changed to another topic when asked about this sensitive issue. (6) In the Netherlands parents are free to choose a school regardless of their residential location. With one exception, the twenty-seven interviewees with school-aged children made use of schools within walking distance from their homes. Distances to nurseries also tended to be rather small (especially for after-school care) but 28% of the respondents used day-care facilities beyond walking or cycling distance. sufficient, however, as social proximity is also important. Respondents explained that they mobilised neighbours and friends they trusted and whom their children know and feel comfortable with. Further, many interviewees preferred to call on neighbours who had small children themselves, as it is easier to return a similar service to them. This suggests that parents monitor the reciprocity of neighbourhood-level practical assistance and try to avoid calling on people to whom returning a favour would be very difficult.
Other parents
Almost all respondents whose children attend elementary school mentioned parents, and especially mothers, of their children's classmates as an important source for assistance planned in advance and especially for ad hoc help. (7) Because these parents intend to visit the school anyway to pick up their own child, they can be called at short notice and asked to look after a child until the parent has arrived or to take the child to his or her place. Sometimes the parents of classmates do not have to be called explicitly; some interviewees explained that mothers tend to check whether their children's classmates are being collected; if not then they tend to act on their own initiative. This form of spontaneous exchange of support is, however, rather exceptional and requires that parents are well aware of one another's employment situation. For most interviewees, the trust to have fellow parents care for one's offspring is not a given but something that takes time and effort to be established (Sevenhuijsen, 2003) . Julie, whose five-year-old son had gone to school for more than a year by the time of the interview, articulates this very well:`I suppose it will happen one of these days [that I get there too late], but his friends' mother would always be there and would see what had happened and would take him along with them. Yes, by now I do have faith that it would be all right. I mean, it would be a bit of a nightmare for him and he would get a nasty shock and he'd find it very annoying, but I have more faith in them than in a school teacher who just sees the end of her working day.'' The role of parents of befriended children tends to be smaller with regard to the nursery. This is primarily because parents do not get to know the parents of other children at the nursery well. There are fewer opportunities to get acquainted, because there is no single time at which all parents congregate at the nursery to pick up their children and children under the age of four hardly play at other children's homes. Thus, the day-care centre provides fewer opportunities for parents to build and extend assemblages than does the school and especially the schoolyard.
Children, schools, and nursery staff members
So far the discussion has been limited to the parents and those who may substitute for them, but the collective management of uncertain arrival times cannot be understood without due attention for the children to be collected, as well as the nursery staff members and school teachers. Collectively, the interviews suggest that the age and number of children to be picked up are relevant factors in the collective management of uncertainty about on-time arrival. If children are six or seven years old, they can, according to some respondents, be told what to do just in case their mother or father is not present at the playground when the school is out. Children of that age can also (7) Because schools are located within the residential neighbourhood for all families but one, the distinction between the parents of classmates and the neighbour or friends category discussed previously is sometimes rather flimsy. Indeed, the interview material provides ample evidence that parents can become good friends with the parents of their children's classmates. Neighbours or friends and other parents are nonetheless identified as analytically distinct categories, because contacts with classmates' parents do not always develop into friendship.
understand better why the parent is late if this is explained afterwards. Thus, it becomes less urgent to activate the network when a child is somewhat older. In addition, most parents with two or more children at the same school explained how they had instructed their younger child(ren) to look for and stay with the older one(s) until someone arrived. If, however, there is only one child of say four or five that needs to be picked up from schoolöas in Julie's caseöthen it is considered very important that there is someone at the playground to look after him or her as soon as the school is out.
Especially for the children aged four to six years, schoolteachers play an active role in the management of parents' late arrivals. For reasons of security, teachers of the classes with the youngest children (aged four to six years) tend to accompany them to the playground and stay there until all have been picked up. Alternatively, the children are kept in the classroom until their parents have arrived. Schools are involved in the management of parents' uncertain arrival times in other ways too, for they urge parents via documentation (brochures, newsletters, regulations, etc) and conversations between parents and teachers to phone the school if they are unable to arrive on time. Christine explained that the school of her children distributed lists with names and phone numbers among the parents of each class so that they can call other parents to take care of their child should this be necessary.`E very year, or every six months, you get a list of names and phone numbers for the classes in the children's school and I always make sure I have three copiesöone for the notice board at home, one for [her husband's] diary, and one for mine, too. So if there's an emergency and I can't get hold of anyone then I can call someone from the class. Something like:`Simone, are you going to pick up Jordy? Could you please collect our two children as well?' '' Thus, schools are not only engaged in the exchange of informal assistance to cope with unforeseen delays through teachers, but also via various nonhuman agents whose relevance has been stressed by Latour and his STS colleagues (Latour, 2005; Law, 2004) .
The role of the nursery staff members is somewhat different. They too ask parents to call in the case of late arrivals or other contingencies (see the excerpt from the interview with Marian). However, nurseries tend to have rules about whom staff members can hand the children over to at the end of their stay at the nursery, again for reasons of security. One of the centres through which participants for this research project were recruited, for instance, has a policy that children can only be picked up by a person whom the mother or father have introduced to the centre's staff previously. This authority constraint clearly imposes limits on the number of persons parents running late can mobilise to pick up the children.
Other technical artefacts
Various instruments and items involved in the management of uncertainty have already been mentioned, among which the mobile phone featured prominently. The role of other artefacts should, however, not be discarded. Although this is fairly specific to the Dutch context, the interviews suggest that bicycles are important in mitigating the adverse impacts of uncertain travel times because of their reliability. Despite obvious capability constraints in terms of travel speed and distance and the number of children that can be taken along, bikes enable parents to bypass road congestion and can be parked easily in front of the nursery and school buildings where car parking is normally in short supply. All in all, parents travelling by bike are capable of planning their arrival times with a high level of precision, which reduces the chance that other individuals need to be mobilised.
Consistent with other research (Jarvis, 2005; Ling and Yttri, 2002 ; see also Bonsall, 2004) , this study finds that, for many parents, the mobile phone is an indispensable item in the juggling of work and care and the management of uncertain arrival times. Yet, as Latour (2002) argues, a tool such as the mobile phone should not be seen simply as a means to an end: the phone mediates human action and enables activity scheduling styles based on openness and improvisation which were less common before its widespread adoption. Though it was exemplified clearly in the interview with Julie shown above, Marian also hinted at this potential for improvisation. She suggested that, because she could easily call her brother and sister-in-law, she had become somewhat more risk seeking in terms of her departure time from work. Knowing that the cellular phone enabled her to fall back on them, she allowed herself to leave her workplace a little later than her originally planned departure time every now and then.
Moreover, the mobile phone can become an end in itself (Latour, 2002) . According to actor-network theory, the ability to mobilise other persons via the mobile phone is not a given but something that must be created and maintained. Phones need to be recharged, phone numbers need to be taken along, etc. These apparent trivialities are all related to, and indeed part of, the managing of uncertain arrival times at the school or nursery. From this we may derive that the management of uncertain travel times and activity durations is a process that involves many more acts distributed across space and time than conventionally considered in travel behaviour research.
Conclusions and discussion
The central tenet of this paper has been that employed parents coping with uncertainty about the duration of scheduled activities and trips involving their children should not be studied as atomised individuals but as agents in wider sociomaterial assemblages. The contours of a framework for studying this way of managing uncertainty have been described and illustrated through a study of dual-earner families in the Utrecht region in the Netherlands.
The defining characteristic of the framework is that it foregrounds the situational, material, and practical aspects of space^time behaviour. It takes the interdependence of actors as its starting point, emphasises the dynamics in the actions of those actors, and recognises the nonlinearity of the links between intentions and actual behaviour. The available literature and the empirical study suggest that the management of uncertainty about travel times and activity duration is a collective effort of conglomerates of human actors and nonhuman agents whose constellation varies considerably across families and tends to change with reference to various time frames for individual nuclear households. Social proximity as a function of trust, and space^time availability ö as circumscribed by home-to-work distance, availability of transport modes, time of day, rules and norms at parents' workplaces and the nursery, and other factors ö are important determinants of who is being mobilised.
The empirical study has illustrated various other aspects of the framework. First, the assemblages for coping with uncertain travel times and activity durations are gendered because individuals beyond the nuclear family are mostly female. Second, there are many nonhuman agents that play a role in the collective management of uncertainty and whose relevance should not be discarded. With respect to collecting children, these include the means of transport used by the parent and people being asked to pick up the child instead, mobile phones, diaries, paperwork, and other artefact enabling communication and bodily movement. They are important because their proper functioning must be ensured, and their paths through space and time must be coordinated as much as those of human actors (Schwanen, 2007) . Third, the management of uncertain arrival times connects together many different times and places that may, at first sight, appear unrelated: the space^time traversed by the parent on the day that the child(ren) have to be collected; the space^time paths of other human actors and nonhuman agents who may be mobilised; and the myriad of sometimes distance spacet imes where connections between agents are forged and maintained. These include, for instance, past encounters at the school playground where relations of trust with fellow parents are created; the moments when schools distribute updated lists with telephone numbers among parents; and the moments at home when the batteries of mobile phones are recharged. Coping with uncertain arrival times is not restricted to the contemplation of individuals, but instead involves a complex web of practicalities in different spaces and times.
The ideas and empirical findings presented in this paper should be considered as preliminary rather than definitive. Most empirical research is warranted with information from other households and geographic contexts. It is also important to study trips undertaken for purposes other than collecting one's child(ren), during other periods of the day and week, and arrival times that are not so spatially and temporally constrained as the chauffeuring trips studied here. This would require the further elaboration of the framework outlined in this paper, but most of the notions summarized in table 1 are probably also applicable to other kinds of trips.
Future work about uncertain arrival times at schools and nurseries could try to integrate the framework described here with more common approaches in transport studies based on cognitive psychology and microeconomics. When undertaking this endeavour, researchers should take care that the practical and material aspects of how people cope with uncertainty about the timing of their everyday activities continue to be foregrounded. In addition, generalisations across situations, persons, and nuclear households should be made extremely carefully, because there are no standard recipes for dealing with uncertain activity durations and travel times. If anything, the parents interviewed are highly expert in tailoring networked assistance to the specificities of their own and their children's space^time rhythms.
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